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Paris Olympics opening ceremony's writers: 'If it's 
only there to produce ephemeral glitz, what's the 
point?’ 


With the utmost discretion, historian Patrick Boucheron, novelist Leila Slimani and screenwriter Fanny 
Herrero worked on a show in 12 tableaux. Together with theater director Thomas Jolly and playwright 
Damien Gabriac, they unveil the contours and spirit of the July 26 celebration in an exclusive interview. 
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Paris, July 4, 


In the greatest secrecy, a historian from the Collége de France, a well-known 
screenwriter and a Prix Goncourt-winning novelist have ‘written the opening 
ceremony of the Olympic Games in Paris. This trio— Patrick Boucheron, Fanny 
Herrero and Leila Slimani—was chosen at the end of 2022 by stage director 
Thomas Jolly, who is spearheading the Games ceremonies, with the help of 
playwright Damien Gabriac. The authors tell Le Monde how they came up with 
the idea for this show, which will be watched by over 1 billion television viewers. 


A tourist boat makes its way on the Sen banks, on, July 4, 2024, 1H 


What can you tell us about the opening ceremony on July 26? 


Thomas Jolly and Damien Gabriac: It's a lively spectacle that takes place on the 
Seine, 6 kilometers long, from the Austerlitz Bridge to the Eiffel Tower. Three 
hundred thousand spectators will attend, and the ceremony will be transmitted 
on 80 giant screens. The spectacle will be a double first. The opening of the 
Olympic Games will not take place in a stadium, as is customary. Another 
novelty: The delegations of athletes from each country will mingle in a parade on 
the river with cohorts of artists (actors, dancers, acrobats...) and will pass through 
the show. Everything will get tangled up, including the protocol (speeches, 


opening by the head of state, anthems, etc.). The rest... Ok, we'll shut up! 


For this show, you invited a historian from the Collège de France, a Prix 
Goncourt (2016) writer, a television scriptwriter and a playwright. Why these 
people, Thomas Jolly? 


T. J.: Talking to so many viewers, with the same images, at the same time, is a 
unique opportunity. I had the idea of a huge show, but I lacked a narrative to 
address the whole world. I've been working fora long time with Damien Gabriac, 
a playwright. I wanted to bring in someone with an eye for history. Patrick 
Boucheron’s Histoire mondiale de la France [France in the World: A New Global 
History, 2017] was on my bedside table for a long time. I contacted Leila Slimani 


because I needed literature, a language too. I know her relationship to the French- 
speaking world. Fanny Herrero brought her sense of script and image. Ithought 
they'd all complement each other and make the ideal team. 


Thomas Jolly and Fanny Herrero, in Paris, 


Fanny Herrero, we know you for your successful series Dix pour cent( Call My 
Agent). Your father, Daniel Herrero, was a player and coach at the Toulon 
rugby club, and you yourself were a top-level volleyball player. What was your 
reaction when Thomas Jolly approached you? 


Fanny Herrero: My first instinct was that this mission was too big and too good 
for me. It scared me. But then I realized that this was a once-in-a-lifetime 
adventure. | enjoyed working on something memorable, not just asa script 
expert, but as a citizen, quite simply. 


Leila Slimani: I was deep in the Atlas Mountains, writing the third volume of my 
novel, when Thomas called me. His providential phone call took me out of the 
novelist’ solitude and offered me the chance to pick my brain with others. I 
emigrated to France when I was 18, and I thought it was a great honor to be asked 
my opinion on the France that welcomed me. I'd like to add that T'm also a 
novelist of sensuality, and there's an eroticism that moves me in athletes’ bodies. 
Finally, know that sporting endeavor is a means of emancipation that 
transcends nationality. Like Fanny, Iwas quick to say yes, without thinking too 
much about it. 


Read more fi] The Paris 2024 Olympics and the promises of a new Seine 


Patrick Boucheron: For me too, the opportunity was too great, too good. As a 
historian of cities, what interested me was the need to write these stories in a 
space. It's not France 2024, it's Paris 2024. What remained to be settled was the 
historian's part in this adventure. To become a historical adviser would have been 
to become the guardian of the past —I'm a historian in love with the present 
Being an author suited me better, and I liked the main thrust of the project: not 
just to represent what was yesterday, but to open up to promises, to produce 
imaginary worlds (particularly social ones), to show what had remained 


invisible... 


What were your references? Or your counter-examples? 


P. B.: We reviewed old videos. The opening ceremony in B 


g in 2008 was 


exactly what we didn't want to do: a history lesson addressed to the world from 
the host country, an ode to grandeur and a show of strength. In 2004, debt- 
stricken Athens gave us a lesson in humility. In 2012, London used self- 
deprecation to play down national clichés. 


‘on, in Paris, July 16, 


But personally, what really encouraged me was watching Jean-Paul Goude's 
ceremony on YouTube for the bicentenary of the French Revolution in 1989. The 
parade thwarted national stereotypes and didn't shy away from advocating 
"global blending" with an optimism we've lost today. This disenchantment was in 


itself a source of inspiration for me. 


How did you work together on the ceremony? 


L. S.: We had a big wall in the Paris 2024 offices, and at the end of 2022 we started 
sticking everything that popped into our heads whenever it evoked France, and 
especially Paris: authors, actors, books, photos, poems, songs, paintings, works of 
art, major historical events, We threw all our ideas onto a big board. Thomas then 
wanted a show with a common thread, characters, a beginning and an end. 
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T. J.: We put on our down jackets and took the boat down from the Austerlitz 
bridge to the Eiffel Tower. We looked at everything that belonged to history, big 
and small: streets, monuments, squares, statues. We examined literary, 
cinematographic and musical connections. In the Square du Vert-Galant stands 
the statue of Henri IV, opposite the Place Dauphine, which André Breton called 
"the sex of Paris," not far from the Pont-Neuf and the lovers [in the film] by Leos 


Carax. 


From the Seine, you can also see the set of the series Emily in Paris. 


T. J.: Yes, or Amélie Poulain! These are already dreamlike visions of Paris. 
Obviously, we had to play with clichés, these American views of France, but 
without making fun of them. The show comprises 12 tableaux and is based on all 
the city's emblems and the meanings they produce. Notre-Dame, for example, is 
at once the cockerel, the emblem of France, Victor Hugo, anda cathedral being 
restored to its former glory after a fire. All this will be integrated into... 


D.G. 


this Paris by the river... 
L. S.: this big, oversized play. 


P.B.:... this poetics of history, of this slightly crumpled frieze of time gone by, but 
rid of the seduction of declinism.... 


F. H.: ... this narrative. Thomas would guide us and decide: "This | like,” "This 1 
don't.” As a scriptwriter, I took care of the dramaturgy, the sequences, the 
registers, the emotional variations, as in a series, right up to the final climax. The 
idea wasn't to tell the story of France, as you've already understood, but we did 
take as our starting point what makes France what it is. The famous values, for 
example. What symbol in such and such a place on the banks of the Seine? What 


message? 


So what values have you chosen to represent? 


P. B.: France, for example, is for the world a promise of freedom, a promise it 
always betrays, but which remains attached to it. 


L. S.: I'ma woman from Morocco living in Portugal. I know the strength of Paris, 
its bonds. One of its values is that of the collective, the unthinkable that we're 
capable of building when we're together. We wanted to tell a very generous story. 
There had to be joy, emulation, movement, excitement and sparkle, and not just 
those famous traditional philosophical values that France likes to display with 
sometimes too much confidence... 


F. H.: We wanted to counter our natural tendency to lecture. 


Leila Slimani, in Paris, November 2020; 


L. S.: We play on the image that the French may have in the world. For example, 
that of people who are very sure of themselves. Above all, we didn't want this 


ceremonv to be taken too seriouslv. There's a lot of humor. at least I hove so. in 


our show. In any case, while we worked very seriously, we also laughed a lot. 
T. J.: In the beginning, our imaginations knew no bounds! 
F. H.: I had dreamed of a huge demonstration that ran for 6 kilometers... 


P. B.: Fora time, we imagined statues of famous men plunging from their 
pedestals into the Seine, doing a synchronized breaststroke in the great bath of 
history. Our idea was for other statues to appear where they were. We gave up. 
One day, welll have to recount the adventure of this ceremony: how some ideas 
fade away, while others are transformed, and others, jokingly thrown in, remain 
intact in the show. Such is the case with the filmed prologue, imagined as it is 
from the very first days. 


If we understand correctly, your work is anything but a reconstruction in the 
style of the Puy-du-Fou historical reenactment shows... 


In chorus: The opposite! 
F. H.: Anything but a fixed history. 


P. B.: The opposite of a virile, heroic, providential history. 


Thomas Jolly, you're familiar with the cı ism that surrounded the 
publication of Histoire mondiale de la Francein 2017. Do you accept that the 
choice of your authors generates debate? 


T. J.: An Olympic ceremony is all about looking back at where we've come from, 
where we are, where we're going. This question concerns France, but also the 
world. Ifthe opening ceremony of the Olympic Games is only there to produce 
ephemeral glitz, what's the point? Athletes will be crossing the monuments that 
have marked our shared past, and that's no mean feat. I'd like to point out that the 
show's itinerary itself is a history in the making. In terms of space, these 6 
kilometers do not form a chronological sequence, but a disorganized one. The 
monuments coexist in a joyous anachronism that raises a thousand questions. 


Like this one: How long have we been French? Since Clovis? Since before? 


P. B.: I had wanted to reconcile a sense of national belonging with a taste for the 
world, but also scholarly history with the great impetus of a people's narrative 
The very title of my collective work was an attempt at reconciliation. The Olympic 
Games ceremony must speak to the world and to France, more precisely: speak 
from the world to France and from France to the world. 


Was there any censorship? Imposed figures? Any obstacles put in your way? 


P. B.: There's always a number of constraints, not just political ones. We delivered 
the complete script for the ceremony in June 2023. Obviously, it has changed. 
That's the usual story for live performance. But the structures have held up. I 


insist: We were given carte blanche. 


T. J.: There are also budget constraints. The nets of life and nature are also 
constraints. You can't do everything you want on ariver! For example, the size of 
the bridges meant we had to forego an artistic parade with show barges. 


Damien Gabriac, in Paris, July 18, 2024, 


Did the sponsors get involved? 


T. J.: As you know, the Olympic Games are private money, not public money. So 
there are specifications. We can take advantage of the constraints of these private 
partnerships by transforming them, by trying to integrate them. 


Afew weeks ago, you seemed alittle nervous. What would have happened if, 
on July 7, the far right had won the early parliamentary elections? 


T. J.: We were very advanced and the show would have become something else 


entirelv:a kind of resistance ceremonv. 


L. S.: That didn't happen. And, by the same token, this aspect of the show's 
resistance will be all the more beautiful, it seems to me. We need this moment of 
peace and sharing, this time at last suspended, far from the violence that is 
erupting everywhere. I very much hope that the audience will let themselves be 
carried away. As Thomas says, we'll all be there, alive, in the world, at the same 
time. 


P. B.: We haven't slept well over the last few days. The promised project could have 
been derailed by an unimaginable contextual impact, and the vintage of the 2024 
Olympi 
name a moment in time. But that didn't happen. 


would have become a new chrononym, as historians say — this need to 


F. H.: Our ceremony remained one of celebration, of federation. 


Whyall the secrecy? 


T.J.: It's nota state secret. We simply want to respect the surprise, the emotion, 
the wonder of a show. When I stage Charles Gounod's Roméo et Juliette at the 
Opéra Bastille or Seneca’s Thyestes at Avignon, I don't tell the end of the story 
either... 


L. S.: Some readers often say to me, "All that stuff in your books, it's not true, it's a 
lie to make people dream." That's true. In the same way, our discretion is not a 
secret for the sake of secrecy, it's a bit like those presents we lock away in closets 
before Christmas, to spare the surprise and add impatience to the wonder. On July 
26, we need to rediscover that part of childhood within us, the joy of discovery, 
which has become so rare. 


Come on, tease us, give us something. 


T. J.: We're not just going to invest in quays and bridges, but the sky too, And the 
water. Who knows, maybe there'll be a submarine. 


Read more [J] Paris 2024: Plan B opening ceremony would cost organizers over 
€255 million 
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‘Olympic ceremonies make history at the 
same time as they betray it’ 
Underthe guise of Olympic universalism, many host countries have 


promoted their national and providentialist narratives, writes sports 
historian Patrick Clastres, 


Paris 2024: Watch the opening ceremony's 
unforgettable moments 
French and global stars including Aya Nakamura, Lady Gaga, Philippe 


Katerine and Céline Dion puton a show asthe parade of 206 Olympic 
delegations sailed down the Seine. 


El Women come forward to accuse famous French 
priest of sexual assault 


A report commissioned by charities Abbé Pierre founded reveals a pattern of 
sexual assault committed by the priest from the late 1970s to 2005. 


Paris Olympics organizers ‘sorry’ for any offense over 
opening ceremony 

The organizers said on Sunday they denied ‘any intention to show disrespect 
toanyreligious group,” 


©) Paris 2024 Olympics: From security tensions to 
grandiose celebration, a historic opening ceremony 
Undera deluge, the capital and its river Seine were the setting fora 


dreamlike show on Friday, telling the story of a France that is mixed, 
sivo and unafraid of controversy. 


Paris 2024: Map of the opening ceremony 


The Paris Olympics will kick aff on Friday, July 25, with a grandiose opening 
ceremony on the River Seine. 


El Paris Olympics: Catholic authorities mistake 
opening ceremony's Greek gods reference for Christ's 
Last Supper 

One of the scenes from the Olympics’ opening ce 


great deal of reaction, refers to the feast of the Olympian gods, a theme that 
inspired several paintings. 


ny, which provoked a 


©) Paris 2024 Olympics opening ceremony: ‘What we J; 
tried to do was turn the snow globe upside down' 
In12 scenes saturated with cultural and historical nods and references, 


Thomas Jolly, the ceremony's artistic director, assisted by 
Boucheron, staged a highly topical narrative, far removed from the 


torian Patrick 


discourse on ‘eternal France. 


El The secret life of Agent Gryaznov, the Russian spy 
suspected of trying to ‘destabilize’ the Paris Olympics 


Thanks to numerous documents and exclusive sources, Le Monde was able 
to retrace the career of Kirill Gryaznov, ex-reality TV star turned FSB spy, 


who boasted of offering the French an opening ceremony ‘ike no other. 


©) Paris Olympics: What we didn't see from the 
opening ceremony 
With sequences canceled, retracted or even censored in certain countries, 


Friday night's show did not reveal ll the splendors that had been imagined 
by its creators 


Attacker stabs French soldier patrolling Paris ahead of 
Olympics 
A 40-year-old man was arrested on Monday on suspicion of injuring a soldier 


who was guarding the Gare de l'Est station, The attack comes less than two 
waoks before the start of the Olympic Games in the French capital. 


El Land carbon sinks collapsed in 2023, a stark warning 
of climate changes tocome 
Forests and soils only absorbed between 1.5 and 2.8 billion metric tons of 


C02 in 2028, far behind the 9.5 billion in 2022, mainly due to drought in the 
Amazon and fires in Canada and Siberia. 


©) Paris 2024: Plan B opening ceremony would cost 
organizers over €255 million 


Inan internal memo revealed by ‘Le Canard enchainé’ and viewed by Le 
Monde, the Pari: 


1024 Committee calculated the financial impact of various 


downgraded scenarios envisaged for the July 26 opening ceremony. 


El Paris 2024: Behind the scenes of the International 
Broadcast Center, the Olympics’ media heart 

The International Broadcast Center will host between 8000 and 10,000 
Journalists avery day. All mages and sound from the competition will transit 
through this highly secure site. 


Paris 2024: ‘Sexist’ behavior by camera operators and 
commentator not tolerated 
‘The Paris Olympics are the first in the 128-year history of the modern Gau 


toreach gender parity among athletes, with women's sports also given mare 
prime-time broadcast spots. 


El Thomas Jolly, the Olympic opening ceremony's 
director: ‘Last night was all about republican ideas, 
inclusion, caring, generosity and solidarity’ 


Inthe wake of an opening night acclaimed the world aver and watched by 
in France, the artistic director of the 2024 


Olympics ceremonies acknowledges the political dimension of his show. 
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